University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

10-28-1994

Analysis: NIcaragua's Pre-Electoral Party Panorama
Fluid, Complex
Guest Author

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
Guest Author. "Analysis: NIcaragua's Pre-Electoral Party Panorama Fluid, Complex." (1994). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/
notisur/11700

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 56420
ISSN: 1060-4189

Analysis: NIcaragua's Pre-Electoral Party Panorama Fluid,
Complex
by Guest
Category/Department: Nicaragua
Published: 1994-10-28
By Bill Robinson (Special to LADB)
[Dr. Robinson, a sociologist and journalist, formerly held the position of LADB news analyst.]
Although Nicaragua's November 1996 general elections are still over two years away, the country
has already entered into a "pre-electoral period" in a complex and fluid political scenario. Out of
a hodgepodge of 26 political parties that exist in the country, four major blocs are coalescing: the
Sandinistas, the liberals, the conservatives, and a "centrist" amalgamation. Although at the moment,
the Sandinistas and the liberals are the only two with a nationwide party apparatus and following
sufficient enough to be electoral contenders, the conservatives and diverse centrist groupings are
heavily involved in party-building and electoral preparation.
The Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) is the best organized single party in the
country, and still commands a large following, particularly among youth, trade unions, and mass
organizations, and to a lesser extent among intellectuals and urban professionals who were
associated with the Sandinista government in the 1980s. However, the FSLN is racked by internal
divisions, and its following and credibility among the population has been declining gradually
but steadily since its 1990 electoral defeat. Although an open split between the party's moderate
and radical wings was narrowly averted in the party's Special Congress, held last May, observers
question whether the Sandinistas will be able to hold together between now and the formal
opening of the electoral process in 15 months. In fact, party unity was seriously threatened again in
September when FSLN secretary general Daniel Ortega reclaimed his seat in the National Assembly
by ousting Sergio Ramirez, who has openly challenged the hard-line FSLN leadership.
And, even if the FSLN should remain united and present a single slate of candidates, it runs the
risk between now and the elections of being surpassed by other emergent political coalitions.
The FSLN's principal adversary at this time is the Liberals. Five liberal parties all of which trace
their roots to Nicaragua's historic Liberal Party, which ruled in and out of government with
the conservatives for much of the country's history are currently politically active: the Liberal
Constitutionalist Party (PLC); the Independent Liberal Party (PLI); the Nationalist Liberal Party
(PLN); the Liberal Party of National Unity (PLIUN); and the Liberal Party (PALI). The PLC and
the PLI both have representatives in the National Assembly and exercise influence in municipal
governments around the country, while the PLIUN and the PALI are minor splinter groups and
the PLN is still waiting to be granted legal status. The five groups recently formed an executive
committee to oversee a process of unification into a single party. Should the liberals unite, they
would surpass the Sandinistas as the strongest political force in the country and enjoy the best
electoral prospects.
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The conservatives, meanwhile, are organized into four separate parties, all of which also trace
their roots to Nicaragua's historic Conservative Party. They are: the National Conservative Party
(PNC); the Democratic Conservative Party (PCD); the Popular Conservative Alliance (APC); and
the National Conservative Action Party (ANC). Although representatives from all four hold seats in
the National Assembly, the PNC and the APC are the only two with a national party infrastructure.
Should the conservatives come together into a single grouping, they would constitute the country's
third most important political force. The PNC, by far the most significant of the four conservative
groups, recently launched a campaign to attract members from the factions into its own ranks and to
unify the conservatives into a single party.
The PNC has also benefitted from a series of defections over the past couple of years by leading
cabinet members and officials from the Chamorro government that had personal falling-outs with
Minister of the President Antonio Lacayo, who virtually runs the executive on behalf of figurehead
President Violeta Chamorro. These include former deputy minister of the presidency Alejandro
Bolanos, former personal secretary to President Violeta Chamorro Jose Alan Guerra; former minister
of government Carlos Hurtado, and former deputy foreign minister Noel Vidaurre.
Apart from sharp personal rivalries over presidential aspirants, control over party resources and
positions, and programmatic differences, all nine liberal and conservative parties also face what
they have referred to as a "generational clash," or tussles between the earlier generation of liberal
and conservative leaders whose political careers and control over their party factions date back
to the Sandinista and the Somoza years, and the "new generation" of younger technocrats. These
younger technocrats, many of whom were schooled in the United States and Western Europe
in the 1980s and have returned to Nicaragua since 1990, have been pushing, irrespective of their
party membership, for the modernization of their parties. Their political approach is based less on
the party patronage networks of the older generation of leaders (seen as the country's traditional
oligarchy) than on modern party-building, and their programmatic orientation is more closely
identified with the free market, economic integration and political democratization programs now in
place in much of Latin America.
In this regard, although the liberals and conservatives have been dubbed the "right wing" in
Nicaragua, opposed to the Sandinista "left wing" and the amalgam of "centrist" groups, political
orientation is less along strict party or bloc lines than among factions within all four blocs. In fact,
both liberal and conservative leaders have broached the possibility of forming a broad liberalconservative coalition for the upcoming elections an idea largely pushed by the "new generation"
within both political blocs. According to this formula, a united liberal-conservative coalition would
be able to attract a significant portion of "centrist" group leaders and even some Sandinistas. It
would then stand the best chance of winning elections and would command enough of a popular
following and a majority among the country's elite to establish a stable hegemonic bloc around the
political project of free-market reform integration and democratization. It is precisely this strategy,
however, which is also being pursued by the "center" groups under the informal leadership of
Antonio Lacayo, who has already declared his intention to run for president in 1996 under a stillundefined broad "centrist" coalition.
What organizational or party form any modernizing bloc would actually take in the elections and
beyond, therefore, has yet to be determined over the next 15 months. Those parties currently
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coalescing around Lacayo's "centrist" project include the Christian Democratic Union (UDC),
the National Action Party (PAN), the Social Christian Party (PSC), the Nicaraguan Socialist Party
(PSN), the Nicaraguan Democratic Union (MDN), and the Social Democratic Party (PSD). Lacayo
himself does not belong to any one party, and his principal challenge is how to establish a formal
and organized multi-party base from which to launch his already-announced presidential campaign.
Late last year, in quiet negotiations with the UDC, the PSC, the PSN, and with the tacit support of
members of the Sandinista bench in the National Assembly, Lacayo brokered the formation of a
"Center Group" of legislators in the country's parliament to cooperate with the executive and help
develop a centrist formation.
In recent months, Lacayo has brought leaders from the PSD and the MDN into the cabinet as part
of the project. In addition, according to well-placed diplomatic sources, Lacayo with the backing
of Nicaragua's international creditors and several Western governments has hired two Chilean
advisors who had helped design the successful 1988 plebiscite and 1990 electoral campaign of the
Christian Democrats and other moderate forces in Chile against the Pinochet dictatorship. He has
also contracted Borges and Associates, a Costa Rican public relations and consulting firm which
helped design and advise Oscar Arias's 1986 electoral campaign and also provided assistance to
the now-defunct Nicaraguan Opposition Union (UNO) in the 1990 Nicaraguan vote. Apart from
competition from Liberals, Conservatives, and Sandinistas, the "centrist" project may also be
hampered by Lacayo's own autocratic tendencies, which has led to consistent defections from within
the cabinet and the executive and among the very sectors he has been attempting to coalesce.
The Nicaraguan political landscape also includes a number of already-established and newlyformed political parties outside of the four emergent blocs. Among these are: the National
Democratic Party (PDN), recently formed by Alfredo Cesar and Luis Sanchez, onetime allies of
Lacayo; the Party of National Justice (PJN), the country's first evangelical party; and the Nicaraguan
Communist Party (PCdN), which has virtually no following outside of a tiny trade union federation
it controls and which despite its name stands to the right of center. There are several wild cards in
the Nicaraguan political equation. One concerns the political intentions of Sergio Ramirez, who
remains a member of the FSLN but has hinted he could break away over the next year, either to
form his own party or to join Lacayo's project, and outgoing army chief General Humberto Ortega,
who has also suggested he will play a behind-the-scenes role in coalescing a "centrist" formation. In
this regard, observers do not rule out a portion of the FSLN breaking off and joining with Lacayo in
exchange for significant influence in any new "centrist" political group.
Another wild card is the stance that the country's business class, which divided between a
commercial and financial sector tied to foreign capital and supportive of the neoliberal reform
program, and an agricultural and industrial sector seeking more inward-oriented economic policies
and development strategies. The latter group recently formed an organization called Peace, Work
and Justice (PTJ). Its leader is Ramiro Gurdian, a large-scale agricultural producer who resigned in
August as president of the Superior Council of Private Enterprise (COSEP) to begin organizing his
own presidential campaign.
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